Routine bilateral exploration for inguinal hernia in infancy and childhood.
Whether to explore the contralateral side is a real question regarding the management of unilateral inguinal hernias in infants and children. The surgeon can easier make a decision if he knows the true incidence and prevalence of the bilateral involvement in different ages. During the years 1982 to 1991 the authors could find 138 contralateral hernias developed after unilateral herniorrhaphy in 2554 children (5.4%). Fifty-five percent of these children (76 patients) were younger than 1 year of age, 74% of them (102 patients) were younger than 3 years of age at the time of the initial repair. The interval between the operations was less than 1 year in 54% of the cases. To get more precise data, we explored 148 children younger than 3 years of age bilaterally during 1992. The result was positive in 104 cases (70.3%). The bilateral involvement was most frequent under the first 6 months of life (83.5%), then it dropped gradually. We found a patent processus vaginalis on the asymptomatic side in 74.3% of girls and in 61.1% of boys. The overall contralateral involvement of unilateral hernias was 64.8%, independently of which side the hernia had appeared on. The patent processus vaginalis can be regarded as a precursor of indirect hernias, so the contralateral exploration can prevent the development of a later hernia. The authors conclude that bilateral exploration is mainly justified during infancy, but in case of girls they suggested applying it until three years of age.